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Firearms Use in Canada 


Firearms are part of the way of life of many 
Canadians. Trappers, hunters, farmers, fishermen 
and many others require guns in their work. Hunting, 
target shooting and collecting of firearms have also 
become increasingly popular recreational activities 
in Canada. 


There are an estimated 10.2 million firearms in this 
country and that figure is increasing at an approxi- 
mate rate of 260,000 annually. Although most gun 
owners are serious, responsible people who respect 
their firearms and handle them with care, incidents 
of firearms misuse—particularly deliberate misuse— 
are growing alarmingly, as these statistics show: 


Firearms Deaths in 1970 and 1974 


Type of Death 1970 1974 % Increase 
Non-firearms deaths* 13,103 14,978 13 
—firearms deaths 1,109 1,412 27 
Non-firearms murders 237 274 14 
—firearms murders 184 269 46 
Non-firearms suicides 1.617 1,881 14 
—firearms suicides 796 1,021 29 
Non-firearms accidents 11,249 12,823 12 
—firearms accidents 129 122 —5 


*from suicides, murders, and accidents 


Firearms Robberies 


1974 1975 %Increase 


Non-firearms robberies 11,096 12,345 11 
—firearms robberies 5,859 8,965 53 


Shooting remains the most common method of 
murder, representing almost half of all murders in 
1974. In 70 per cent of such murders, the victim and 
the murderer were either related or had some previ- 
ous association with each other. Over two-thirds of 
firearms murders involved rifles or shotguns. 


Firearms suicide represented one-third of all sui- 
cides in Canada in 1974 and over half of all teenage 
suicides. 


Although numbers of accidental shooting deaths 
tend to fluctuate, the trend has been downwards. 
This is probably due to the growth of hunter training 
and firearms safety courses offered by provinces 
and gun clubs. 


The growing use of firearms in robberies is the 
most startling figure of all, and a source of great 
concern for police. 


The Purpose of the Firearms Control 
Proposals 


The Government wants to reduce firearms misuse 
in Canada and thus relieve public concern by: 


1. preventing the potentially dangerous user from 
gaining access to firearms as much as possible; 


2. encouraging responsible gun ownership, includ- 
ing higher standards of handling, storage and 
use; and 


3. discouraging the criminal use of firearms. 


The Government believes that this can be done 
without interfering unfairly in the legitimate activities 
of responsible gun owners. 


By building on existing schemes and enlisting the 
cooperation of organizations such as gun clubs and 
wildlife associations, the Government has developed 
a system which is effective without being too costly 
or requiring a large new administrative unit. 


QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS 


1. How will the proposed legislation affect gun 
owners and users? 


_ Basically, the legislation asks gun owners to do 
two things: 


—first, obtain a firearms acquisition certificate 
(F.A.C.) before they acquire a firearm (no docu- 
ment will be required for long guns which they 
already own); 


—second, handle, transport and store firearms in 
a safe and responsible way. 


2. What is a firearms acquisition certificate 
(F.A.C.)? 


The F.A.C. is a document that persons over the 
age of 16 must have before being allowed to buy, 
borrow, or otherwise obtain a firearm. They must 
show this paper to whoever is passing the weapon 
to them. Persons transferring a gun must see the 
F.A.C. of the individual to whom they are giving it. 
Both failure by the persons receiving guns to 
show their certificate and those transferring them 
to require it would become offences under the 
law. 


The F.A.C. is issued by a firearms officer, usually a 
policeman. In provinces where the provincial Attor- 
ney General makes appropriate arrangements with 
the Federal Government, hunting licenses, compe- 
tency certificates or other permits issued in those 
provinces in connection with the use of firearms may 
substitute as firearms acquisition certificates if they 
are properly validated by a firearms officer. 


3. Who must apply for an F.A.C.? 


Everyone aged 16 and over who wishes to obtain 
a firearm must have an F.A.C. 


Exceptions are: 


—where persons lawfully in possession of a fire- 
arm lend it to someone for use in their company 
and under their guidance or supervision in the 
same way that they themselves are entitled to 
use it. This exception would, for example, allow 
hunters in hunting parties to loan their guns to 
each other without the need for a certificate. 


—where persons borrowing firearms require them 
to hunt or trap in order to support themselves or 
their families. 


—where the persons transferring the firearm are 
returning it to someone who lent it to them. 


4. How is an application made? 


Individuals wishing to acquire a firearm, whether 
through purchase or some other manner, must first 
complete an application for a firearms acquisition 
certificate which is then processed by a firearms 
officer (usually a local police officer). The application 
would probably be available from police stations, 
retail outlets and other suitable locations. 


The application has two parts, the first requesting 
general identifying information such as name and 
address, and the second requesting information to 
show that the applicants are likely to be responsible 
gun owners. For example, this section would ask 
applicants whether they have been convicted of a 
crime involving violence in the past five years. 


The firearms officer checks the information on the 
form against available records and if all is in order, 
an acquisition certificate is issued. 


5. On what basis is a firearms acquisition certifi- 
cate issued? 


Anyone may be issued an F.A.C. unless the follow- 
ing conditions exist: 


—they are under 16 years of age; 


—they are under a court order called a “‘prohibi- 
tion” which does not allow them to own or 
handle a firearm for a period of time; 


—they have not passed an approved course or 
test in firearms handling in those provinces 
where the provincial Attorney General requires 
it. 

Other conditions might also lead to a refusal of an 
F.A.C. if they have existed in the five year period 
preceding the application for the certificate. 

These include: 


—a record of conviction for any offence under the 
firearms sections of the Criminal Code that is 
indictable (i.e. punishable by more than a fine or 
six months in prison); 


—a record of conviction for an indictable offence 
involving the threat or use of violence against 
anyone; 


—a history of violent behaviour; 


—a history of treatment for a mental disorder 
associated with violence. 


6. Can the decision not to issue a firearms acqui- 
sition certificate be appealed? 


A refusal may be appealed within 30 days, 
should the applicant desire it. An appeal hearing 
would be arranged for the applicant before a court 
and the firearms officer would have to justify the 
refusal. 


Of course, there is no appeal where the applica- 
tion is refused because the applicant is under 16, 
under a court order prohibiting possession and use 
of a firearm or has failed to pass a competency 
course or test in those provinces requiring it. 


7. How much will an F.A.C. cost? 


An F.A.C. will cost $10 and be valid anywhere in 
Canada for five years. The fee will cover a substan- 
tial part of the cost of administering the system, with 
the balance of the administrative costs being paid by 
the government. 


Persons who must use firearms to hunt or trap to 
support themselves or their families will not have to 
pay the fee. 


8. When would the firearms acquisition system 
become law? 


The F.A.C. system would become law within a year 
of the passage by Parliament of the proposed 
legislation. 


9. Under what circumstances would the courts 
prevent people from owning or using firearms? 


There are three kinds of circumstances under 
which the courts would issue ‘‘prohibitions’’ so that 
people would not be allowed to own or use firearms 
for specified periods of time. 


—the courts would be obliged to prohibit 
possession or ownership of firearms and 
ammunition for a minimum of five years when 
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persons are convicted of an offence punishable 
by a prison term in excess of 10 or more years, 
involving violence against a person. This would 
also apply to persons convicted of using a fire- 
arm while committing an indictable offence (see 
question 5). Such a court order is called a 
“mandatory prohibition’. 


—the courts may prohibit firearms possession for 
persons convicted of other crimes of violence or 
offences against the firearms sections of the 
Code. Such orders are called ‘‘discretionary 
prohibitions’. 


—the courts may also prohibit someone from 
owning or using firearms where the police can 
show that there are reasonable grounds for 
believing that a certain individual is likely to 
harm someone if he has access to a gun. For 
example, if the police learn that a man contin- 
uously threatens his wife or family with violence, 
they might ask the courts to consider imposing 
a prohibition for up to five years on that man’s 
possession of firearms. 


10. Can court orders prohibiting firearms owner- 
ship and use be appealed? 


Yes, all prohibitions except those which are 
described as ‘“‘mandatory”’ may be appealed to the 
courts. Where a peace officer requests the court to 
order a prohibition against someone, that person will 
be notified of the court hearing so that he or she 
might appear and be heard. 


11. What happens to an individual’s firearms once 
an order prohibiting their possession is issued 
by the courts? 


The courts would allow persons under orders of 
prohibition a reasonable period to sell or otherwise 
lawfully dispose of their firearms. 


12. What are the penalties for owning or using a 
firearm when the courts have ordered a 
prohibition? 


Persons who are found in possession of firearms 
Or ammunition while under an order of prohibition 
may be found guilty of a summary offence, that is, 
One subject to a fine or up to six months in prison, or 


they may be found guilty of a more serious indictable 
offence which carries a longer prison sentence. 


13. What age limits would be set for firearms own- 
ership and use? 


Age limits will be set for both restricted weapons, 
that is, firearms such as handguns which may only 
be owned and used if they are registered with the 
police (see question 16), and long guns. 


Restricted weapons 


No one under 18 years of age may obtain a 
registration certificate for a restricted weapon. Per- 
sons under 18 may use a restricted weapon only 
under the immediate supervision of a person lawfully 
in possession of the weapon. 


Rifles and shotguns 


No one under 16 years of age may purchase a 
long gun. Persons between the ages of 12 and 16 
may receive and use long guns if they obtain a 
permit for that purpose. The permit may require that 
the young person use firearms only under specified 
supervision. In order to obtain the permit, which 
involves no fee, the individuals must have the written 
consent of their parents. 


Persons under 16 may use firearms without a 
permit if they are in the company and under the 
Supervision of a parent or other adult who may 
lawfully possess the weapons. 


Those persons under the age of 16 who must hunt 
or trap to contribute to the support of their families 
may use long guns without supervision but must 
obtain a free permit. 


14. What steps are proposed to encourage respon- 
sible ownership and use of firearms? 


Two approaches are being taken to promote 
responsible firearms ownership: 


—information programs 
—legal penalties. 


Information Programs 


The Government believes that an effective system 
of firearms control must include a program to inform 
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people about safe firearms ownership and use. To 
be successful such a program must involve not only 
the federal government, but also the provinces, mu- 
nicipalities, schools, gun clubs and wildlife associa- 
tions. The Government will develop a general pro- 
gram of promoting an_ attitude of safety 
consciousness about firearms among all Canadians. 
Furthermore, it will actively encourage the develop- 
ment and expansion of firearms safety training and 
competency testing in all provinces and by gun clubs 
across the country. Eventually, it is hoped to have a 
standard, nation-wide, provincially-run competency 
training and testing system to which all gun owners 
would be subject. 


Legal Penalties 


A new and important offence under the Criminal 
Code will provide that anyone who uses, carries, 
handles or stores any firearm or ammunition in a 
careless manner without taking reasonable precau- 
tions for the safety of others, may be guilty of an 
offence. 


15. How will “carelessness” of storage and han- 
dling firearms be defined? 


No hard and fast rules on what constitutes care- 
lessness will be set out in the Criminal code. Care- 
lessness in storage and handling can have a differ- 
ent meaning in a large city than on a remote farm. 
The courts will interpret this provision just as they 
now interpret the meaning of careless driving. The 
standards that they set are likely to be those that 
any responsible gun owner not only will be able to 
meet but is, in fact, meeting now and they will be 
applied to the circumstances of each case so that 
they will be both appropriate and practical. 


16. What provision will be made to encourage 
people who have guns which they do not use to 
dispose of them? 


Part of the information program will include a 
voluntary firearms disposal program directed at 
encouraging people with firearms which they no 
longer use to turn them in to their local police. 


A period of amnesty will be associated with this 
program to allow people to surrender prohibited or 
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unregistered restricted weapons without fear of 
prosecution under the firearms provisions of the 
Criminal Code. 

Guns that are turned in will be destroyed, with 
only a few exceptions. Some may be used in police 
ballistics laboratories and those which have antique 
or historic value may, with the owners’ permission, 
be donated to a museum or historical society. 


17. Are any changes proposed in the legislation 
with respect to handguns? 


The only change proposed is the introduction of a 
“need” requirement which will be applied to applica- 
tions for registration of restricted weapons such as 
handguns. This would provide that individuals would 
only be permitted to register a handgun for the 
following reasons: 


—to protect life 

—for use in their lawful profession or occupation 
—for use in target practice 

—because they are bona fide collectors 
—because the weapon is a Curio. 


18. Which weapons would become illegal to own 
under any circumstances? 


Firearms which have no legitimate sporting or 
recreational use and which are considered to be 
particularly dangerous should they fall into the 
hands of criminals will become prohibited. These 
include sawed-off shotguns and rifles, ‘‘Saturday 
night specials’ (cheap, unsafe handguns) and all 
fully automatic weapons except those registered 
with the RCMP by existing bona fide collectors of 
automatic weapons before the prohibition comes 
into effect. Those collectors may engage in transac- 
tions among themselves, or may sell or donate their 
automatics to museums. However, no new automat- 
ics may be imported or acquired from other sources 
once the new legislation becomes law. 


19. Will antique firearms be covered by the new 
controls? 


An antique is defined in the legislation as any 
firearm manufactured before 1898 that was not 
designed or redesigned to use rimfire or centre-fire 
ammunition. 


For the purposes of the definition of restricted 
weapons, antiques would be deemed not to be fire- 
arms unless the owner intends to fire them, at a 
blackpowder shoot, for example. Then, if the 
antiques fall into the definition of a restricted 
weapon (e.g. handguns) they would have to be 
registered. 


20.What rights would police have to seize 
firearms? 


Police would have seizure rights mainly in situa- 
tions where there is a serious possibility that 
someone may be hurt by a firearm unless immedi- 
ate action is taken. This is often the case in quarrels 
between family members and acquaintances. Such 
quarrels result in two-thirds of all murders in Canada 
and offer one of the greatest threats to the life and 
safety of police officers. If the police are called to a 
home where a fight is in progress and it appears that 
someone may get hurt, they may, under the new 
legislation, remove any firearms they find on the 
premises without first obtaining a warrant. However, 
after the incident they must explain before a court, 
why it was not practical to obtain a warrant before 
seizing the firearms. 


The court will decide whether it would be safe to 
return the gun to the owner. If not, it may order that 
the gun be disposed of in a manner considered to be 
fair in the interests of both the public and the gun 
owner. 


In addition, the court may prohibit the person from 
whom the gun was seized from owning a firearm for 
a period of time, in the interests of his own safety 
and that of the public. 


The gun owner has the right to appeal both the 
confiscation of the weapon and the imposition of 
the prohibition to a higher court. 


21. What controls would be placed on firearms 
businesses? 


Businesses engaged in manufacturing, wholesale 
or retail trade, importing, repairing or taking in pawn 
of firearms will be required to obtain an annual 
permit to carry on their firearms-related activities. 
These businesses will be subject to strict require- 
ments concerning the display, storage and safe- 
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keeping of all weapons and ammunition. The de- 
velopment of these requirements. will involve 
consultation between the Government and the busi- 
nesses concerned. 


All such businesses will be required to keep 
records of their transactions involving firearms and 
to report any loss, destruction or theft of weapons. 
Records of ammunition sales would not have to be 
kept. 


22.How would mail-order sales of firearms be 
affected? 


Mail-order companies would be subject to the 
same control as other firearms businesses. In addi- 
tion, no firearm may be sold by mail without the 
seller having seen the buyer’s firearms acquisition 
certificate, which must be sent in with the purchase 
order. . 


23. Would the firearms control proposals ensure 
that criminals will no longer be able to obtain 
guns? 


A firearms control system which would effectively 
prevent determined criminals from obtaining guns 
would require a total ban on private ownership of 
firearms in Canada. It is felt that for many Canadi- 
ans, the use of firearms for self-support and recrea- 
tion is part of the way of life which should not be 
destroyed. 


However, firearms control policies are aimed at 
discouraging the criminal use of firearms to the 
greatest extent possible. The degree of control over 
acquisition and possession involved in the F.A.C. 
system, the prohibitions against ownership and use, 
the reclassification of certain dangerous weapons as 
prohibited (especially ‘‘sawed-off’ shotguns and 
rifles which are frequently used in crime) and the 
new standards for registering handguns will all make 
it harder for criminals to obtain firearms. At the 
same time, the prohibition system will give police 
new grounds for apprehending criminals’ with 
lengthy records of violence, if they are found in 
possession of a firearm while under an order of 
prohibition. 


New stiffer legal sanctions will be imposed on 
criminals. Increased maximum penalties for the ille- 
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gal possession and use of firearms and the addition 
of the new offence of using a firearm in committing 
an indictable offence, punishable by a minimum 
mandatory sentence, will act as deterrents for 
criminals using firearms in committing crimes. 


24. How will the administration of the laws and 
regulations be monitored to ensure consisten- 
cy and fairness? 


A number of safeguards will protect the integrity 
of the firearms control program: 


A. The courts will play a major role in the areas of 
imposing prohibitions, determining whether fire- 
arms acquisition certificates should be refused, 
monitoring police seizures without warrant and 
setting standards for careless handling, use and 
storage of firearms. 


B. Chief provincial firearms officers will be 
appointed by the Attorney General in each prov- 
ince to oversee the application of firearms control 
policies in that province. These officers would be 
responsible for controlling the administration of 
the fee system for certificates and permits in the 
province, and would participate in the manage- 
ment and coordination of various aspects of fire- 
arms policies and procedures. They would act as 
advisors to provincial authorities on a variety of 
matters relating to firearms use, including the 
integration of the federal program with provincial 
competency testing. 


The chief provincial firearms officers would also 
participate in the National Advisory Council on Fire- 
arms Use. 


C. A National Advisory Council on Firearms Use 
with provincial affiliates would be established to 
monitor the effectiveness of firearms control laws 
and regulations and to ensure their consistent 
application across Canada. It is hoped that 
representation would include gun clubs and wild 
life associations. 


D. A manual for firearms registrars and officers 
will be prepared setting out clear guidelines for 
the administration of the law and regulations. The 
manual will be prepared with the advice of pro- 
vincial firearms registrars, who will also make 
recommendations on updating it as required. 
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